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LGBTQA Historical Timeline

I would like to apologize for the Eurocentrism of this timeline. It is my area of expertise and, as far as I know, queer attitudes throughout the rest of the world were fairly static so long as the culture wasn’t influenced by the west, and/or some other hegemony didn’t sweep through and change culture in drastic ways. I would also like to apologize for the sometimes blatant romanticism of these first few events; this is by no means a good metanarrative, or perhaps even historically accurate. Instead, I would say it’s my own local narrative understanding of events that inform my own gender, sexuality, and understanding of history.

0. Queer Mythology (Prehistory–Present)

The mythologies, the written and oral traditions of many cultures maintain and preserve queer love, lust, and meaning in general in ways that modern Western culture cannot find an equivalent, arguably because as of the industrial revolution we are on the verge of such tumultuous cultural change. From Homer’s Illiad and Sappho’s poems, to the often queer stories of Coyote and Anansi, from the epic of Gilgamesh and the Chinese romance of the Pleasures of the Bitten Peach, to the romanticized Japanese tale of Mori Ranmaru’s suicide to protect his beloved master and lover, the narratives of queer behavior and emotion flow through the generations and across cultures, sometimes suffering or being forgotten, but many surviving, many informing Queer communities to this day. 

1. Life of Alexander the Great; 356-323 B.C.E.

Within Alexander’s brief lifetime, he conquered and unified all of Egypt, Greece, Persia, much of Western India, and present-day Afghanistan. Although the unification of this massive empire was incredibly short-lived, the Alexandrian conquest led to a diffusion of Hellenic culture that is still visible in all of these places to the present day, notably among them the Mediterranean practice of pederasty or male/male cross-generational romance and tutelage. To this day, even in Islamic strongholds such as Afghanistan and rural Iran, this cultural practice still exists. In addition, Hephaestion, second-in-command and lifetime partner, and Alexander became history’s first example of a same-generation, egalitarian male/male romantic relationship.

2. Death of Antinous, Egypt, 130 C.E.

The Roman emperor Hadrian, one of the last “great” emperors, adored his Greek lover Antinous abjectly and completely. Little exists to inform us about the cause of his death, except that Antinous drowned in the nile, assumedly by accident and not suicide or murder. Hadrian’s response to his death was perhaps the most magnificent queer memorial ever made. Much to the objection and outrage of the rest of the Roman nobility and imperial family, Hadrian had Antinous deified–proclaimed a god of the state religion, an incarnation of Osiris and Dionysus. Cities were founded in his name, and hundreds of stone sculptures were made in his image–he is one of the best-preserved likenesses in Roman history, and a Roman romance second only to Antony and Cleopatra.

  
3. Advent of Christianity, Rome, (Edict of Milan, 313)

Although the exact date does not actually usher in any specific homophobia, the officialization of Christian religion in Roman Europe began a long slide downhill for the policing and prohibition of all queer behavior. Although Roman culture certainly had its sexual prohibitions and in some ways was perhaps just as constrictive, the rise of Christian dogma in Europe is generally seen as a loss for queer life in general: monotheism, the strict moralism that came from such figures as Saint Augustine, and the growing prevalence of Judeo-Christian homophobia really, really put a damper on things for well over fifteen-hundred years. 

4. Western Imperialism, Planet Earth, 1492 (and earlier) to the Present.

The beginning of Western hegemonies dominating the planet also began the rapid cultural imperialism that led to the Christianizing, genocidal, sweeping destruction of indigenous, native, and non-Western European cultures from Greece to Australia, from Singapore to Argentina. In communities where queer sexual or affectional practices were a part of the culture, Western Christian dogma smothered and forever stigmatized them. The two-spirit people, Turkish and Japanese pederasty, New Guinean rites of passage, and everything else worldly and queer, when it met Western power, disintegrated, retreated, or was wiped out. 

5. Rise of Psychology, Europe, Victorian/Fin-de-Siecle/Early Modern Era. 

With the rise of Freud and the birthing of modern psychology came the need for the classification and “typing” of deviant sexual behavior. To early psychologists like Kraft-Ebbing, these actions, abhorrent and completely against the norm, could not be explained by any other means but in terms of disease. They were pathologies, and thus were types, and thus the individuals that practiced them were not just isolated persons but mere cases and examples of whole populations of people with the same disease. This led to the first formations of Gay and Lesbian identities, the first popular conceptions of those identities, and the birth of communities founded around those identities.

6. Kinsey Reports, 1948, 1953. 

Alfred Kinsey vindicated human queer desire for the public, for academia, and for the world. Although of course he met massive resistance and is still considered controversial and “iffy” in some circles today, his research proved the ubiquity of queer desire and behavior. In addition to his active support of abolition of any law forbidding or regulating acts between two (or more) consenting adults, his research and the research that it inspired was the greatest scientific progress in terms of Gay and Lesbian rights of all time.

7. Stonewall Riots, 1969.

The violence and oppression of the NYC police, symptomatic of the greater atmosphere of aggression, intolerance, and abuse all over the western world toward LGBTQ communities came to a head at the Stonewall Bar. With the recent death of Judy Garland, tension and grief were at a peak when police raided the Greenwich village bar in the wee hours of the morning, and drag queens, gay men, and other members of the queer world rioted for several days. The Stonewall riots were similar to race riots and brought police violence and discrimination to national attention, as well as the plight of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender communities. It was the Stonewall riots that largely spurred on the birth of the Gay and Lesbian Liberation movement.  

8. AIDS Epidemic. 1980s–Present

The “Gay Cancer” that rose in the early eighties soon grew to behemoth proportions. Due to the public perception that HIV/AIDS truly were a problem only among Gay men, the coupled homophobia of the government and paranoia within the Gay community snowballed into what eventually killed what many in the Gay community consider an entire generation of Queer men. The effect of AIDS on the present-day Gay community is impossible to gauge, but arguably huge considering the amount of leaders and prevalent figures who contracted the illness and died as a result. 

9. Gay Marriage Controversy, 2004-Present

Although other nations legalized Gay Marriage or some passable equivalent before 2004, Massachusetts was the first U.S. State to do so. This action brought America to a hysterical panic from which many people still cannot remove themselves; many LGBTQIA people see civil unions regardless of sex as integral to the progress of gay civil rights. Others view this issue as a desire for normalization and a buying in to mainstream values that eschews the unique vibrancy of Queer life and distracts from much more pressing and destructive issues. However, at the present, it is the most popularly thought-of political issue in regard to Queer issues, and will undoubtedly shade all other efforts by LGBTQIA activists in the near future.

